Which Democracy?

The top-down and bottom-up views of democracy
Democracy is a system of popular rule that includes elections or a rational choice of well-informed citizens (Shumpeter), 1 a free opposition, and the rule of law. The last is critical for preventing manipulations of society by the state and the state by society. Without opposition and the rule of law, a democracy, in Thomas Jefferson's memorable formulation, "is nothing less but mob rule where 51% may take away the rights of the other 49%."
Rather than being an established state of affairs, democracy is best viewed as constantly in danger of being manipulated by corrupt officials and interest groups. Instead of focusing on broad assertions regarding democracy's so-called Western origin and nature, 2 it is important to understand the local, cultural, historical, and political conditions of democracy's emergence and consolidation. Variations in these conditions lead to a diversity of democratic systems within and outside the nonWestern world. Even within individual countries, Western meanings of democracy may change over time.
3 The point about diversity often escapes the attention of those who advocate universal principles of democracy. The advocates of this perspective tend to view the Soviet decline as nothing but validation of the global triumph of the American idea of freedom. Much of the subsequent analysis of the Russian post-communist "democracy" followed the path of comparing it to the model of Western societies, rather than to Russia's own history.
4 In the meantime, although Russia moved away from Communist Party rule, it also developed a strong presidential system with few effective checks and balances. Utilizing this system, Vladimir Putin was able to tighten his grip over the legislature, partybuilding, the surrounding regions, and the media. The model of a statedominant political system is different from that of Western pluralistic democracy, yet it is widely supported by the Russian public 5 and therefore cannot be called undemocratic. Rather, Russia is an emerging democracy that is yet to mature.
Russia's conditions: A democracy and a weak state
Russia's conditions have hardly been favorable to democratic consolidation. As a new state emerging out of the Soviet empire, Russia's most important task has been to provide its citizens with order, basic social services, and protection against external threats. State-building is a complex process that includes, but is not limited to, the development of pluralistic political institutions and free media.
6 Historically, state-building is known to be a long and painful process. In Europe, it has gone hand in hand with protracted wars 7 and has required negotiating complex deals among kings, merchants, and feudal lords.
8 Arguably, Russia and the other post-Soviet nations face the even more daunting task of creating the prerequisites of a viable state, such as territorial unity and security, while transforming the economy and political system. 9 These nations confront the challenge of a "triple transition": from an empire to a nation, from a command economy to a market-based one, and from a communist system to a democratic one.
